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ABSTRACT

ARTICLE HISTORY

Food-related occupations connect people with family, community,
tradition, ritual, and culture. They are a means of producing and
conveying social identities, as they are rife with symbolic meaning. Food
provisioning occupations require complex knowledges and skills,
particularly for those living on low income. This qualitative analysis
explores the occupations of food provisioning for 31 low-income
families in Canada. Participants displayed substantial planning, strategy
and skill to circumvent the barriers imposed by transportation, financial
limitations, and competing priorities. Providing food was a highly
meaningful component of parenting for most adults, yet their actual
experiences of grocery shopping on low income were often quite
unpleasant. In contemporary neoliberal societies in which responsible,
disciplined consuming is a hallmark of good citizenship, food
provisioning is subject to intense judgement and stigma. Attending to
the way low income shoppers describe their own food provisioning
occupations reveals resistance to dominant discourses that position
them as lazy, uneducated and irresponsible. Instead they draw on
alternative discourses to position themselves as frugal, knowledgeable,
skilled consumers, and good parents by oppositional standards.
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Occupational scientists have been called on to
generate detailed, nuanced accounts of specific
occupations, attending to sociocultural differences and occupational inequities. To that end,
Hocking (2009) proposed that “rather than
taking a normative stance of smoothing over
differences or describing mainstream perspectives, occupational science researchers should
actively seek out and describe cultural, genderbased, generational, socioeconomic and other
differences” (p. 147). Laliberte Rudman (2014)
went further, calling for a critical occupational
science that examines the socio-political nature
of occupation, seeking to understand occupations
both as produced through existing power
relations, and simultaneously reproducing,
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resisting or transforming those power relations.
Farias and Laliberte Rudman (2016) reminded
us not only to examine how occupation can
reproduce social inequities, but also how resistance to marginalization may be mobilized
through occupation. This qualitative study examines the visible and invisible occupations of food
provisioning in low-income families in Canada.
Drawing on interviews with members of 31
low-income families, we explore the knowledge
and skills entailed in food provisioning, the planning and strategizing, and the meanings concerning family and parenting. We illuminate how low
income creates additional work in food provisioning, as well as the ways alternative discourses
may be employed to resist stigma.
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Food-related occupations
Occupations related to providing and preparing
food are rife with symbolic meaning. They carry
intergenerational traditions and customs; provide connection with friends, family, peers and
community; and become a way of establishing
and conveying social identities – including ethnic and gender identities (Absolom & Roberts,
2011; Beagan & D’Sylva, 2011; Hocking,
Wright-St. Clair, & Bunrayong, 2002; Shordike
& Pierce, 2005; Torp, Berggren, & Erlandsson,
2013). Jackson argued that an occupationfocused analysis of food provisioning would
reveal its complexity, “the social and interpersonal dimensions, the invisible aspects, and the
symbolic dimension” (1998, p. 60).
While food provisioning may be rendered
invisible through its familiarity and commonplace-ness, nonetheless multiple forms of knowledge and skill are brought to bear (Carrington,
1999; DeVault, 1991). The actual trip to a supermarket relies on considerable planning, and
knowledge of family food tastes, brand preferences, dietary and cultural concerns, cooking
methods, and access to recipes (Carrington,
1999; Koch, 2012). Increasingly parents
(especially mothers) are expected to monitor
and control the nutritional adequacy of foods
provided for their families, requiring significant
nutritional knowledge (Beagan, Chapman, Johnston, McPhail, Power, & Vallianatos, 2015; Ristovski-Slijepcevic, Chapman, & Beagan, 2010).
The work of food planning is often invisible
even to the person doing it. People who mention
‘just picking up’ a few items on the way home
from work have to think about what to prepare,
know what ingredients are missing at home, and
know where to get those ingredients (Carrington, 1999). The work of food-provisioning
increases exponentially for those on low income.

Low income and food provisioning
Though Canada prides itself on supporting those
least able to provide for themselves, economic
neoliberalism has gradually eroded that social
safety-net. Over the past two decades, 10–20%
of Canadians have consistently fallen below federally established low-income cut-offs (Statistics
Canada, 2013). Low-income cut-offs vary by
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family and community size, based on the income
needed for a household to spend no more than
63% of after-tax income on food, clothing and
shelter (Tweddle, Battle, & Torjman, 2016).
Minimum wages across the country vary by province, but are typically about $11/hour (Swartz,
2017), enabling a full-time, full-year worker to
earn about $22,000 annually pre-tax – right
around the low-income cut-off for a single person. Income assistance rates (welfare) vary by
province, but average $7–8000 per year for a
single adult, $17–19000 for a single adult and
one child, and $23–27,000 for a couple with
two children (Tweddle, Battle, & Torjman,
2016). They fall well below low-income cutoffs. Not surprisingly, over 12% of Canadian
households experience food insecurity, lacking
the resources to provide the food they need,
with 34% of lone parents facing food insecurity
(Tarasuk, Mitchell, & Dachner, 2013).
Providing food on a low income entails
additional invisible work, as low-income shoppers struggle to balance competing food priorities (Zachary, Palmer, Beckham, & Surkan,
2013). To balance the desire for “healthy”
foods against an overriding concern with costeffectiveness, low-income shoppers compare
prices, seek out sales, reduce transportation
costs and time, maximize quality and quantity
relative to cost, maximize the number of meals
per dollar, and minimize waste (Zachary et al.,
2013). They may need to travel to multiple retailers, settle for foods that are accessible but poor
quality, adjust shopping patterns and times,
and advocate for better food quality (Zenk
et al., 2011).
While evidence is amassing regarding the
prevalence of food insecurity and related health
consequences, few analyses explore first-hand
experiences of food insecurity (though see
Power, 2005; Runnels, Kristjansson, & Calhoun,
2011). Qualitative analyses reveal the tremendous stress involved, and the everyday work of
accessing food (Williams et al., 2012). There
has been no examination of the impact of food
insecurity from an occupational perspective.
This paper explores the everyday food provisioning occupations of low-income families in
Canada, including visible and invisible occupations, knowledge and skills, planning and strategizing, and the construction of meaning. We
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examine not only the additional work required
by low-income parents, but also their resistance
to dominant constructions of good parenting
through food.

Theoretical approach
Clearly material realities such as availability and
affordability directly affect food provisioning,
but so too do the prevalent social discourses
that establish some foods as “good” or “bad,”
“healthy” or “unhealthy,” “appropriate” or
“inappropriate” (Beagan, Chapman et al., 2015;
Ristovski-Slijepcevic et al., 2010). Discourses
are ways of thinking about an issue that come
to define what can be said or even considered
possible (Foucault, 1979, 1980, 1988). They
may be produced and circulated by powerful
social institutions like governments, universities,
industry, and the media, but they are also recirculated, reinforced, resisted and transformed
through people’s everyday actions, beliefs and
conversations. Dominant discourses in any
place and time tend to carry the authority of
“expert” knowledge, but other more marginal
ways of understanding always co-exist and can
cohere together to constitute alternate, oppositional discourses, which may be the basis for
resisting the power of dominant discourses.
For example, “healthy eating” as promoted
through national associations for diabetes or
cancer prevention carry the weight of science
and institutional authority. But there are competing perceptions that emphasize micro-nutrients, or organic production, or healing
properties that may coalesce in an alternative
health discourse (Beagan & Chapman, 2016).
Dominant discourses regulate through establishing idealized standards that govern behaviour, defining how “good citizens” should
behave. Normalized standards for conduct
become internalized, a moral compass by
which people assess themselves and each other
(Foucault, 1988). As individuals come to govern
themselves – in accordance with or opposition to
dominant discourses – they take up particular
subject positions (frameworks and categories
for understanding and identifying themselves).
In the arena of food in Canada, dominant discourses enable individuals to position themselves as “cosmopolitan sophisticates” eating

foods from multiple ethnic cuisines, or “ethical
eaters” buying local produce, or “good mothers”
through safeguarding the nutritional health of
their families (Beagan, Chapman et al., 2015;
Ristovski-Slijepcevic et al., 2010; Beagan,
Power, & Chapman, 2015).
Neoliberal self-governance in contemporary
Western societies also entails the notion of individual “responsibilisation” (Rose, 1999). Problems that were once considered matters of
community and state concern are framed as
individual risks, failures and inadequacies, with
individuals held responsible for finding personal
solutions (e.g., Beck & Beck-Gernsheim, 2002;
Foucault, 1991; Laliberte Rudman, 2013). This
emphasis on individualism hinders understanding of how social power relations infuse the
everyday experiences and meanings of occupations. Individuals are responsible to manage
risk and actively pursue health and wellbeing
(Coveney, 1998; Crawford, 2006), even as neoliberal practices intensify social and economic
inequities. Some groups are thus increasingly
marginalized, cast as “risks to the body politic
and the economic well-being of the nationstate” (Polzer & Power, 2016, p. 17).
The combination of individual responsibilisation and normalizing standards that classify and
categorize practices and people facilitate what
Lamont (1992, 2000) called boundary marking.
When some practices are constructed as morally
superior to others, they are readily employed to
establish symbolic boundaries between social
groups. Lamont showed how the middle and
upper classes may vehemently distance themselves from the practices of lower income
groups, solidifying their own class positions
through stigmatizing the practices of Others.
Those caught in a stigmatized social position
must strive to assert their worth and dignity, laying claim to particular moral virtues or subject
positions. Elsewhere we have shown how food
practices are a particularly potent weapon in
marking symbolic boundaries through the
stigma and judgement leveled at some ways of
eating (Beagan, Power et al., 2015).
A corollary of the discourse that people are
individually responsible for their own struggles
is the widespread and seemingly intransigent
ideological construct of the lazy welfare recipient
(e.g., Banerjee, Hanna, Kreindler, & Olken, 2015;
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Johnson, 2014). Even people living on very low
income display hostility to others in the same
financially precarious situation, distancing
themselves from those Others depicted as lazy,
unmotivated and deceitful (Power, 2005; Shildrick & MacDonald, 2013). By explicating the
visible and invisible occupations of food provisioning on low income, particularly the complex
skills and knowledges involved, and the ways
low-income parents resist judgements about
inferior moral worth by taking up alternative
subject positions, we hope to add to the strength
of discourses that challenge dominant constructions of people living in poverty.

Methodology
This paper is part of a larger study exploring
how gender, class and place shape food practices
(Beagan, Chapman et al., 2015). It drew theoretically on the work of Anthony Giddens (1984),
Pierre Bourdieu (1984), Michèle Lamont
(2000), Ann Swidler (1986), and Michel Foucault (1979, 1980, 1988). Different theories and
concepts were used depending on what questions were being explored in any particular
analysis or writing. This paper draws primarily
on Foucault and Lamont, as noted above.
Following ethical approval, 105 families in 10
sites across Canada were recruited through
advertising and word-of-mouth, seeking diversity in family structure and income levels. In
each family, at least two members were interviewed, one adult and one teen (13–19 years).
Each participant engaged in two semi-structured
interviews, conducted in English. The first asked
about everyday food practices, the second
employed two photo-elicitation techniques, in
which participants discussed photos they had
taken and photos provided by the researchers
of foods and eating establishments. Both interviews sought to uncover taken-for-granted
food practices, beliefs and values. Interviews
were recorded, transcribed verbatim, and thematically coded using Atlas/ti, with regular discussions to reach team consensus. Summary
memos were written for each family.
The analyses presented in this paper draw on
interviews from a sub-sample of 31 low-income
families. Self-reported annual household income
of $30,000 or less was considered low income,
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incorporating the low-income cut-off for households of two to four people in most Canadian
communities (Statistics Canada, 2015). The
sub-sample included eight rural and 23 urban
families, with annual incomes from $8000–
30,000. Twenty-three families were comprised
of a single adult with one or more children;
eight families included two or more adults.
Four families included four or more children.
Twenty families identified as being of British
or Western European heritage and having lived
in Canada for two or more generations. The
other 11 families were of Aboriginal, African,
Caribbean, Chinese, Pakistani and Serbian origin; some were immigrants to Canada, some
had been present for generations.
The photo data are not included here, but the
ways people talked about photos – theirs and
ours – were central to the interview data. The
current analysis relied primarily on data broadly
coded as “shopping” and “food provisioning”
but also returned to raw transcripts repeatedly.
Data were further interpreted by the lead author,
identifying several sub-themes. Within each
theme, transcript segments were compared and
contrasted across individuals, as well as within
and across income categories (Boyatzis, 1998).
The intent was to detail the everyday occupations of food provisioning, rendering them
visible, as well as show how their meanings are
employed to take up particular subjectivities.

Results
The major topics explored below are planning
(which includes the employment of complex
knowledges), strategies for shopping (which
includes navigating transportation), other
means of providing food, and the meanings of
food provisioning in relation to parenting.
Illustrative participant quotes are drawn from
across the sample.
Planning: Lists, budgets, flyers and
coupons
The degree of planning varied, but most participants described food provisioning as relentless, a
perception likely common to most parents
regardless of income level: “My biggest thing is
just thinking up something to cook, that’s
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different every night!” Where low-income food
planning required additional invisible work
was in the heavy reliance on grocery lists, budgets and sales flyers. Some shoppers used grocery
lists simply as memory aids, while for others
they were a way to take advantage of advertised
sales, or to curtail spending and impulse buying:
“I find when I try to pick up one thing and I go
without a list, I’ll get things that I already
have.” Grocery lists encapsulated constant stress
about food provisioning on limited income:

I go through every different flyer, of every
different place and I make a list from
each store and … I’ll go to three or four
places to get the best deal.
A related form of invisible work was clipping coupons, which some participants did routinely: “We
use lots of coupons, which the kids are like, ‘It’s
embarrassing!’” There is a hint here that ﬁnancial
savings may have a social or emotional cost.
Employing complex knowledges

The stress is crazy and I think about food
constantly, every single day. And I have little piles of lists everywhere. Like, I have a
list called ‘groceries needed’ and then I
have the modified list of what I think we
really are desperate for, and then I have
the modified list above that, what am I
actually going to be able to buy, if anything.
Though most participants had food budgets,
others saw little point – they always bought as little
as possible, as cheaply as possible, with little discretion. Budgets helped curtail spending: “You
have to stick to your budget or your food bill can
go up, very, very quickly.” Some juggled expenditures over time, holding off buying items till
later, while others juggled sources of money: “Do
I need to borrow money for this? There’s constant
borrowing and then paying back.” A few people
brought calculators with them when shopping,
others kept track mentally to stay on budget:
I add as I go. So, let’s say [the budget] was
$50.00, if I get to 50 and there’s something
that I need, I’ll have to prioritize it. Then
I’d take something out, and put something
back. And I can come within $1.00, $1.50.
Yeah. ‘Cause usually I’ll round up, round
down. I stick to it.
Half of the families explicitly mentioned the
importance of weekly sales ﬂyers to ﬁnd bargains: “They’re just really important for me to
budget and to get the best food. Even like toilet
paper or whatever. ‘Cause it helps your money
go further.” Several people planned all their
shopping around the ﬂyers.
I love my flyers. I get so excited when it’s
flyer day. [My daughter] laughs at me but

Food planning relied on extensive, detailed
knowledge of family food preferences and schedules. As is true in many families, staying on top
of children’s (changing) food preferences was an
unending task, as was navigating household dietary concerns. This was especially important
when parents could not afford to risk purchasing
foods only to discover food preferences or needs
had changed and no one would eat those items.
Knowledge of food prices and deals was often
recounted in encyclopedic detail: “I know my
prices pretty well. It’s pretty scary actually
(laugh)!” Participants knew which food items
were better quality or price at which stores, and
which stores discounted meats, bread products
and produce on which days and at which times.
I know when they mark down their meat.
Yeah, Metro now does it at 7:00 a.m. Sobeys
does it at 5:00, 5:30am. And I go over – not
every morning, but … I’ll get up 10 minutes
early and run over at 7:00, knowing that I
might get some meat deals. And then just
put it in the freezer and know that I have
it and plan from there.
One woman knew which stores would match the
prices advertised in other stores’ sales ﬂyers.
Knowledge of food preparation methods varied, but living on low income meant even those
with considerable cooking knowledge had to juggle that against family preferences, as there was
little point cooking something if no one would
eat it. Others emphasized food preparation
methods designed to stretch a food dollar:
[My mother taught me] how to make a
basic tomato sauce which you can make
anything from. And how, with meat and
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stuff like that, how you can fillet it and
pound it out, make it go further and you
know, just different things like that. How
to make big meals that will fill everybody
up, even if you don’t have a whole lot of
money.
Lack of knowledge or skill in food preparation
increased some participants’ reliance on prepared, processed foods, which carry less risk of
error: “I will not bake unless it comes out of a
box. ‘Cause I just mess up everything I’ve ever
tried.”
Shopping strategies: Convenience foods,
chasing sales, and navigating
transportation
Many parents routinely purchased convenience
foods such as macaroni and cheese, hotdogs, frozen individual meals or pizzas, baked goods, and
canned soups. These were foods they could rely
on their children not rejecting, and became an
affordable way to avoid hunger: “I don’t want
my daughter ever to go really hungry and feel
sick to her stomach.” Convenience foods saved
time and money:
We do eat a lot of stuff that’s already been
prepared. Just because there’s so many of us
and it’s hard to make a bigger meal from
scratch. And more expensive, too. Like if
I’m going to make something for everybody
here, I’m going to have to probably have 10
pieces of chicken and a big pot of potatoes
and like a two-pound bag of carrots …
And the time, too. Because I get home at
5:00 and the kids are hungry. They want
something now.
Not only did buying prepared foods avoid waste
(from spoiled produce, or cooking mishaps) but
it also ensured complete meals without potentially-unavailable ingredients. One mother commented that she could purchase two frozen
salmon dinners, complete with side dish, vegetables and lemon dill sauce. To make that meal
herself would require several ingredients, including seldom-used herbs. Investing in a jar of spices
may not be an economically sound strategy – it
contributes little to warding off hunger.
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Participants identified routine strategies to
avoid hunger, such as buying foods with poor
nutritional quality but which were nonetheless
filling, such as pasta. Hotdogs were noted to
keep bellies full, “because they are at least a little
bit of protein.” One woman ensured she had
enough peanut butter to last the month:
“When I have no food, I live on peanut butter. I
live on peanut butter about a week out of the
month every time.”
Most participants shopped the sales, though
stocking up when prices were low was limited
by storage and freezer space, and monthly budgets. When people blew their food budgets on
good sales, they had to borrow money from
rent or utilities. Price and quality were often in
tension, with sale items at higher risk of spoilage:
“I bring it home and it’s gone off right away so it’s
a waste.”
Shoppers often went to multiple stores, “chasing sales.” As one woman noted, “It’s a lot of running around if you’re trying to keep your eye on
the prices.” One participant went to a produce
store for discounted fruits and vegetables,
another store for dry goods, a third store for
cheeses and breads, and a fourth store for
other items: “You have to be a scavenger. Yeah,
because I’m on a limited budget.” This has an
obvious cost in time, energy and transportation.
Comparing prices across brands was a common strategy, though knowing which generic
products were palatable to family members was
equally important. Some parents bought generic
products and disguised them in name-brand
containers.
When the kids were smaller, the girls didn’t
like the No Name Froot Loops. So, we’d buy
a thing of Froot Loops … keep the box in
good shape and put the No Name Froot
Loops in that box. They’d never know the
difference, they ate it.
This strategy kept costs contained while meeting
brand preferences, but also helped children and
teens measure up to peer expectations concerning brand name foods.
Transportation was an ongoing concern for
almost everyone. Public transport could be a
challenge, especially with toddlers or strollers:
“Sometimes the buses are not that convenient.
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And some of them have stairs. So here you are
trying to lug this 50 pounds of groceries up the
stairs … it gets really hard.” One woman tried
to look at shopping with her grocery cart as exercise, but found it “a drag” in bad weather. A
woman who used a bicycle with baskets noted,
“during the winter it’s really difficult.” Participants often paid a physical cost for food provisioning on low income.
Transportation needs were in tension with
chasing sales in multiple stores: “It’s kind of
defeating the purpose if I get things on sale and
then have to put money in a cab.” One woman
would take advantage of advertised sales at a
specific store if she was already riding public
transport and could get off for a transfer at that
location. Others shopped more often so they
had less to carry on foot each time; buying sale
items in bulk cost time spent on repeat shopping
trips. Some participants relied on friends, neighbors or family to drive them to bulk food stores.

Other means of food provisioning: Wild
foods, food banks, and food sharing
Some participants supplemented grocery shopping through gathering wild foods, gardening,
using food banks and food sharing. Those in
rural areas and small towns were most likely to
engage in hunting, fishing and gathering. For
example, one woman collected berries whenever
she visited family in a rural area: “A little thing of
blueberries like that is $6.00 and I can go and pull
about 50,000 off the bush, you know?” Two rural
women routinely fished at local lakes, and an
Indigenous rural participant described “bush
foods” such as moose, venison and fish being
routinely shared among extended family.
Urban participants often relied on rural
family members to access wild or home-grown
foods. As one city-dweller said, “I get my eggs
from a cousin, my fruits and vegetables from
my dad, he has a healthy garden.” A few urban
people had space to garden, and a few were
involved with community gardens or did container planting. One urban participant could
only afford apartments with no green space,
yet grew strawberries in a pot by her door.
Though food banks were a necessary component of food provisioning for some

participants, they were routinely described as
degrading, unhealthy, and providing limited
choice. Some described the screening for eligibility as invasive and demeaning. There was considerable expert knowledge involved with food
bank use, such as which locations allowed multiple visits, how often, and when: “Some people
have a misconception about the food bank.
They think you can go there anytime you want
food. And they don’t understand that it’s only
once a month, and sometimes you’re denied.”
Food banks involve the invisible work of lining up and waiting: “Instant macaroni and
cheese, and I think it was a can of Spam, that’s
what I got at the food bank after waiting 3
hours, pregnant, in a line-up.” There may be
additional work when food bank users are also
expected to volunteer:
Everything’s provided by the Daily Bread
Food Bank and we just volunteer and
help out … We’ll unload the truck and set
stuff up and then we’ll come back in the
afternoon and then people will come and
take things and we just try to make sure
that there’s enough for everybody.
Another hidden aspect of provisioning through
food banks was ﬁnding ways to use the foods
provided. Participants characterized the foods
as of limited variety and poor nutritional quality,
yet regardless of food preferences, “You don’t
have a choice … if it’s given to us, we have to
eat it.” This took work and creativity:
There’s lots of tomato soup … . I don’t
know why. I guess because probably tomato
soup is a good price? … But it’s good if you
mix tomato soup and mushroom soup. I do
that but it’s kind of a fattening sauce, right?
But I’m trying to think of ways to use it up,
so I do that. I’ll put mushroom soup and
tomato soup together and it’s okay … . It’s
not bad at all …
Often food banks provided large quantities of
foods at or beyond the expiry date, which
meant ﬁnding people to share with: “They’ll
give you like just an enormous amount of something that you would have to sit and eat just
that, and there’s only a little time before it’s
going to go bad.”
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Even apart from food bank provisions, food
sharing was a common strategy. A few participants were members of farm-share arrangements where consumers buy shares in a farm’s
crops, and get fresh produce delivered in season.
One participant lived in a housing co-op where
she and some neighbours regularly exchanged
meals: “We usually bring a big dinner over to a
friend’s house about once a week, and about
once a week we have a big dinner that they
cook for us. It’s a really nice sharing thing.”
Food provisioning and parenting:
Emotion work, teaching, and resisting
Given the strategies outlined above, it is perhaps
not surprising that grocery shopping – while
necessary and meaningful – was rarely enjoyable. It entailed comparing prices, balancing
needs against available money, reading labels,
and negotiating transportation. The presence
of children or teens turned shopping trips into
feats of resistance, rife with constant requests
for treats: “Going with [my daughter] is a lot
more stressful ‘cause she wants everything, but,
yeah, I pretty much always go with her so–.”
There can be considerable emotion work
involved.
Participants had strategies for navigating the
demands of children while shopping, such as
avoiding aisles containing “temptations,” allowing one treat, or agreeing they could buy a
treat next time, to avoid “temper tantrums.”
The emotional toll of constantly saying no to
children was palpable in some interviews: “I
took them last week, and every time I turned
around, ‘Mummy, can we get this? Mummy can
we get this?’ And I had to say no to a lot of it
(sigh).” The teens who were interviewed said
they hated grocery shopping, describing it as
“boring” and “not very fun” with constant tension over what to buy. Some parents deliberately
used grocery shopping to teach their children to
be critical consumers. Even very young children
were being taught to assess nutrition by reading
labels, and to comparison shop, assessing value
and price per unit. This, of course, is not unique
to low-income food provisioning.
What may be more specific to low-income
families was a seemingly deliberate resistance
to dominant discourses which exhort parents
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(specifically mothers) to feed their families
nutritious foods as a symbolic marker of “good
mothering” (Beagan, Chapman et al., 2015; Ristovski-Slijepcevic et al., 2010). While a few participants saw avoiding convenience foods as a
mark of good parenting, others appeared to
draw on alternative discourses of food and
family to establish themselves as good mothers,
with nutrition coming second to preference, satisfaction and pleasure.
I like the fact that my kids like it [what I
feed them] … When I look at it from a
purely healthy point of view, it’s not very
good, because we eat a lot of processed
food, typically, or frozen pizzas– My kids
are always very, very happy to find that
waiting for them when they get home
from hockey or school. I usually try to
make sure that I do have something waiting for them when they get home. It just
makes me feel better as a mom, and hopefully they feel that I’m showing them a little
bit of love by having something there for
them … I always choose food that tastes
good and that they like.
Another mother expressed some concern about
the nutritional quality of what she fed her children, but concluded that overall having them
eat something, and enjoy their food, mattered
more: “I don’t know how to say it, but I’m
seriously more worried about cooking stuff that
they’re gonna like than the healthy part of it.”

Discussion
Food provisioning is so commonplace, so mundane, it is easily taken for granted. Yet close
analysis of the visible and invisible occupations
of food provisioning on low income reveals the
knowledge and skills employed, the strategies
devised to counter numerous barriers, and the
meanings of food-provisioning in relation to
parenting, at the same time highlighting
additional work and resistance to stigmatizing
discourses. Multiple forms of knowledge are
needed to engage in occupations of food provisioning (Koch, 2012). On low income, planning
involved not only making menus, lists and budgets, but also scanning flyers, clipping coupons
and juggling money. It meant knowing food
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bank rules, and how to use up foods at or near
expiry. It meant knowing forms of meal preparation that could stretch a food dollar, satisfy
families, and fill empty bellies. It meant detailed
knowledge of prices and quality, as well as timing of sales and discounts. Much of this knowledge and skill remains invisible, even to the
person doing the planning (Carrington, 1999).
As in previous research on low-income food
provisioning, participants articulated numerous
strategies to provide food on low incomes (Zachary et al., 2013; Zenk et al., 2011), some of which
are invisible work: chasing sales, navigating
transportation, comparing prices, lining up for
food banks, pouring No Name products into
brand name containers, growing or gleaning
foods. The high level of stress accompanying
such additional work may heighten “worry,
anxiety, frustration, and stress” (Runnels et al.,
2011, p. 163). In another study, low-income
mothers “described their lives as a constant
struggle, a feeling that stemmed from their persistent efforts to access nutritious food with
inadequate incomes” (Williams et al., 2012,
p. 257).
Food provisioning, marginalization and
subject positioning
Food provisioning on low income is profoundly
affected by social derision and stigma. Many
people use budgets and do mental arithmetic
while grocery shopping (van Ittersum, Pennings,
& Wansink, 2010), yet the stakes for low-income
shoppers differ. Exceeding a food-budget may
mean borrowing from the rent. It may mean
having to put items back, at the check-out, a
move accompanied by embarrassment and
shame (Harden & Dickson, 2014). Elsewhere,
low-income shoppers commented on always
feeling “different from others”: “Counting your
change to buy food—the people behind you get
annoyed” (Runnels et al., 2011, p. 165). As one
of our participants noted, her use of coupons
embarrassed her children. Using coupons may
model the frugality low-income shoppers are
exhorted to employ, positioning themselves as
“thrifty shoppers”, yet it does not carry the social
prestige of paying with a credit card.
Navigating the desires of children while shopping is also common across income categories

(Wingert, Zachary, Fox, Gittelsohn, & Surkan,
2014), yet the meanings may differ. Some parents
and children experience food-shopping together
as an enjoyable occupation: “Co-shopping is a
form of recreation and quality time for children,
offering various delights, such as spending time
with parents and acquiring new things, as
stressed by one child: ‘then you yourself can say
what you want to buy’” (Keller & Ruus, 2014,
p. 122). This is a vastly different experience
from that described by our participants, in
which food shopping became a feat of resistance,
constantly saying “no” in the face of the “pester
power” (Keller & Ruus, 2014, p. 122) of children.
In our study, the emotional toll of constantly saying no to children was tangible.
When consumption is one of the dominant,
normalized practices of social citizenship, having
to repeatedly deny children the things they want
in order to maintain a budget is not only
exhausting and disenfranchising, but it potentially
positions low-income shoppers as “failed consumers”, and “bad parents” (Polzer & Power,
2016; Power, 2005). Polzer and Power (2016)
argued that disciplined consumption is a contemporary marker of good citizens; “failed consumption” then warrants judgement and stigma:
While individualizing discourses of risk
and choice are instrumental in producing
active and responsibilized, disciplined citizens, they also legitimize the exclusion and
further marginalization of those who are
unwilling or unable to conduct themselves
in ways (i.e. ‘make choices’) that are construed as ‘useful’ and ‘responsible’ (i.e.
economically productive and health-promoting). (p. 16)
To resist this marginality, low-income consumers strive to establish themselves as moral,
worthy, good citizens. Without the resources to
take up idealized consumption, participants in
our study took up alternative subjectivities or
social identities, constituting themselves through
their talk about food practices as frugal, thrifty
shoppers, well organized, avoiding waste, strategic, resourceful, knowledgeable, and skilled.
Lacking economic resources, participants mobilized social networks and skills to grow or glean
foods, to navigate food banks, to feed their
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families well. They positioned themselves as
proud, generous, and creative in food provisioning. Even the use of pre-packaged convenience
foods, discursively constructed as a practice of
the lazy and uneducated (Szabo, 2011), was
reframed by parents as bringing children pleasure, avoiding potential waste and spoilage,
and efﬁciently addressing hunger. Thus, convenience foods helped participants establish themselves as good parents, good citizens, and
skilled budget managers.
Providing their families with high quality foods
perceived as healthy is one way women can constitute themselves as “good mothers” (Beagan, Chapman et al., 2015; Ristovski-Slijepcevic et al., 2010),
a practice thwarted by financial restraint (Zachary
et al., 2013; Zenk et al., 2011). Some participants
demonstrated resistance to this governing discourse, suggesting the subject position of good
mother can instead be taken up by providing
foods children like, foods that fill bellies. As
Harden and Dickson (2014) noted, “in the context
of food insecurity, it is perhaps not surprising that
the values of good motherhood, and so the perceived judgement of peers, are focused more on
ensuring plenty, rather than restricting quantities
of food” (p. 9; see also Williams et al., 2012).
Our participants also constituted themselves as
good mothers through helping children avoid
stigma, and by teaching children nutrition and
comparison shopping.
When social matters are routinely interpreted
as individual responsibilities (Laliberte Rudman,
2013) people are judged and blamed for their
food provisioning, regardless of social circumstances (Power, 2005; Runnels et al., 2011; Shildrick & MacDonald, 2013; Williams et al., 2012).
Understanding the visible and invisible work
entailed in food provisioning on low income,
as well as the resistance encoded in the occupations of food provisioning, is critical to challenging normative standards that stigmatize
and marginalize.
Limitations and future research
Though this study draws on a cross-country
sample, and a relatively large sample for qualitative research, the limitations of self-selection
must be noted. The people who agreed to participate likely had heightened interest in food-
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related occupations – which makes them valuable participants, but also a distinct group. Secondly, the authors all currently occupy higher
income brackets, though none of us grew up in
high-income households. This inevitably shaped
the lenses through which we interpreted our
data, only ever allowing the production of partial
perspectives. The study took place in Canada, a
country with a (weakening) social safety net
that helps to provide for people living in poverty;
the results might be very different elsewhere.
Finally, there is an inherent limitation when
occupation is studied through self-report, without observation. Further research might explore
the implications of place and gender for food
provisioning occupations. While we included
men and women, adults and children, this analysis did not highlight those differences. Nor did
we attend here to the impact of rural, smalltown or urban location, distinctions which warrant examination.

Conclusion
Attending to the ways sociocultural and economic contexts intersect with occupations is
essential to generate comprehensive understandings that illuminate both how social inequities
shape occupation, and how occupation in turn
reproduces or resists social inequities (Hocking,
2009). Unearthing the knowledge and skills
required, the visible and invisible work, and
the meanings that shape and are shaped by
even the most mundane occupations, helps to
render perceptible the ways social power
relations affect everyday practices. What may
be cast as individual preferences, choices, failings
and inadequacies can be seen as socially produced, but also as legitimizing marginalization
and stigma. Attending to the way low income
shoppers describe their own food provisioning
occupations reveals resistance to dominant discourses that position them as lazy, uneducated
and irresponsible, drawing on alternative discourses to position themselves as frugal, knowledgeable, skilled consumers, and good parents
by oppositional standards.
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